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Ethics, Decision-Making, and Violations for Counselors

Within the practice of counseling, there are many ethical codes which guide 

appropriate professional conduct.  Many of these codes share common moral principles 

based on the idea of protecting the public from harm.  Often, out of a desire to help 

others, counselors expose themselves to challenging predicaments regarding the 

welfare of their clients.  Unfortunately, when faced with such ethical dilemmas, the 

ethical codes do little to guide responsible decision-making.  That is why it is important 

for counselors to utilize ethical decision-making models to ensure that counselors make 

responsible, thoughtful decisions and have a means of memorializing their decision-

making process, in the event they have to defend the choices they have made.  There 

are several such decision-making models to choose from; this course will highlight 

some of the most commonly used by counselors.  This course will also highlight some of 

the most frequent and prevalent ethical violations and resulting disciplinary actions 

taken against counselors.

 

I.  Introduction

When talking about ethics, there is often confusion about the meaning of different 

terminology.  Sometimes people use words, such as “values,” “morals,” and “ethics” 

interchangeably, but there are distinct differences.  Values refer to a system of beliefs 

that are important to an individual or a group which guide judgment and behavior

 ("Values," n.d.), serving as the foundation upon which morals evolve ("What's The 

Difference Between Ethics, Morals, and Values?," n.d.).  Morals are guiding principles, 
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based on ones’ values, which help distinguish between conduct which is right or wrong, 

whereas ethics are the rules, based on moral principles, which dictate 

acceptable behavior ("What's The Difference," n.d).  

 

A.  Moral Principles

Each profession has its own ethical standards based upon moral 

principles shared by members of its professional community.  Within the counseling 

profession, the moral principles which now serve as the foundation for ethical standards 

of practice evolved out of moral principles identified by the medical community (Urofsky, 

Engels, & Engebretson, 2008).  Beauchamp and Childress, authors of Principles of 

Biomedical Ethics (1979),were renown for identifying common moral norms inherent to 

the practice of medicine (Urofsky et al., 2008).  They believed that certain values shared 

among a common group, as within the medical community, are represented by moral 

principles that underlie an analytical framework used to guide professional medical 

ethics (Beauchamp & Childress, 2001).  In their first edition of Principles of Biomedical 

Ethics (1979), Beauchamp and Children identified four clusters of moral principles that 

have become the standard framework from which to evaluate professional ethical 

conduct within the healthcare community:  autonomy, nonmaleficence, beneficence, and 

justice (Beauchamp & Childress, 2001).  In 1984, in her article, “Intuition, Critical 

Evaluation, and Ethical Principles: The Foundation for Ethical Decisions in Counseling 

Psychology,” building upon the model developed by Beauchamp and Childress, Karen 

Kitchener developed a model of moral reasoning to assist professional counselors with 
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ethical decision-making  (Urofsky et al., 2008).  In addition to the four moral principles 

espoused by Beauchamp and Childers, Kitchener added the moral principle of fidelity to 

the analytical framework counselors should use when making ethical decisions (Urofsky 

et al., 2008).  A  possible sixth moral principle, veracity, was later added by Meara and 

colleagues (1996) (Corey, Corey, & Callanan, 2007).  Together, all five (or six) moral 

principles serve as the foundation upon which the professional ethical standards of 

conduct for counseling are based (Corey et al., 2007). 

1. Autonomy

Autonomy refers to the notion that each of us has the right to make our own 

decisions, and as counselors we value one’s independence and self-determination

(Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  This means that as counselors, we respect our clients’ 

right to make decisions in accordance with their own values.  For this reason, whenever 

a counselor is confronted with an ethical dilemma involving a client’s decision-making 

ability, the counselor must be reminded of the tenet of autonomy and refrain from being 

too directive.  Keep in mind however, that values such as independence, individualism, 

and self-determination are cultural and based on traditional Western principles (Corey et 

al., 2007).  So, as counselors, we must also be culturally sensitive and be careful not to 

impose our values upon our clients (Corey et al., 2007). 
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2. Nonmaleficence

The origin of the principle of nonmaleficence comes from Greek medicine, 

whereby a new doctor takes the pledge of the Hippocratic Oath to uphold a number of 

ethical professional standards (Greek Medicine, 2002).  The specific words, “first do no 

harm,” are not explicitly part of the Oath, but the overall gist of the Oath is the promise a 

doctor makes to avoid any actions which may cause harm to patients (Greek Medicine, 

2002).  As mentioned previously, the moral principles which are the foundation for 

ethical standards within the counseling profession evolved out of moral principles 

identified within the medical community (Urofsky et al., 2008).  As such, the practice of 

nonmaleficence has been adopted as a core value among counseling professionals.  

 

3. Beneficence

Beneficence refers to the counselor’s responsibility to promote a client’s welfare 

and foster goodness (Corey et al., 2007).  Again, counselors must be aware of doing 

this within a  cultural context and be sure to consider a client’s own values when 

determining what would be promoting a client’s welfare (Corey et al., 2007).

 

4. Justice

Justice means being fair, and ensuring that all people, regardless of any 

differences, have equal access to mental health services (Corey et al., 2007).  It does 

not mean treating all people the same (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  Kitchener 

explains that justice means “treating equals equally and unequals unequally but in 
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proportion to their relevant differences” (Kitchener, 1984, p. 49).  That is to say, not 

everyone is the same and to treat everyone as if they were, would not be fair.  For 

example, when treating a blind client, the counselor goes over all the paperwork orally 

with the client, rather than just handing the client forms to fill out, like the counselor does 

with other, sighted clients (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  

 

5. Fidelity

Fidelity is concerned with notions of loyalty and honoring commitments, which 

are the building blocks of trust in a relationship (Corey et al., 2007).  Many studies have 

demonstrated the link between good therapeutic alliance and successful therapeutic 

outcomes (Ardito & Rabellino, 2011).  In order for clients to heal and grow, clients must 

trust their counselors and have faith in the therapeutic relationship (Forrester-Miller & 

Davis, 2016).

 

6. Veracity

Veracity, which was introduced in 1996 by Meara and colleagues as the sixth 

moral principle, refers to clinicians’ truthfulness, which is necessary to establish client 

trust (Corey et al., 2007).  In many discussions about professional ethics of counselors, 

veracity is not identified as the sixth moral principle, but rather is seems to be 

incorporated into the concept of fidelity.  Whether you consider truthfulness to be its own 

moral principle, or regard it to be part of the concept of fidelity, being honest and truthful 

with clients is important to establishing trust and developing a good therapeutic alliance.
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B.  Ethical Codes

Though many mental health professions may be guided by similar moral 

principles, each professional association has its own ethical code which establishes the 

minimum standards of ethical behavior for the professional practice of its members.  

Further, within the profession of counseling there are a variety of counseling specialties 

and associations, and each has its own ethical code, as well.   The following  

associations/boards are among the most common within the field of counseling with 

established ethical codes setting minimum standards of behavior for practice:  the 

American Counseling Association (ACA), the American Mental Health Counselors 

Association (AMHCA), the American School Counselor Association (ASCA), and the 

National Board for Certified Counselors (NBCC).  Though membership with these 

associations is voluntary, some state licensing boards require adherence by its 

licensees to the ACA or AMHCA ethical codes.  The ACA compiled a list of states which 

require adherence to its ethics code; 19/52 states have adopted the ACA Code of 

Ethics ("States That Have Adopted the ACA Code of Ethics," n.d.). Be sure to check you 

state laws and rules to make sure if you are required, as a condition of your license, to 

adhere to any such ethical codes.

 

1. ACA Code of Ethics

The ACA Code of Ethics (2014) (ACA Code) establishes ethical responsibilities 

for its members and offers ethical guidance to other non-member counselors.  The ACA 

Code provides that its guidelines are based upon the following core professional values:
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1.  enhancing human development throughout the life span;

2.  honoring diversity and embracing a multicultural approach in support of the 

worth, dignity, potential, and uniqueness of people within their social and cultural 

contexts;

3.  promoting social justice;

4.  safeguarding the integrity of the counselor–client relationship; and

5.  practicing in a competent and ethical manner (American Counseling

 Association [ACA], 2014, p. 3).

These values provide the basis for the moral principles discussed above (autonomy, 

nonmaleficense, beneficence, justice, fidelity, and veracity), upon which the guidelines 

for ethical behavior and decision-making enumerated in the ACA Code are founded.

According to the ACA Code, “[c]ounselors have a responsibility to read, understand, and 

follow the ACA Code of Ethics” (ACA, 2014, para. C.1.).  Nonetheless, pursuant to ACA 

Policies and Procedures for Processing Complaints of Ethical Violations, the ACA only 

has jurisdiction to enforce the ACA Code against alleged violators who:

F.1.a. Are current members of the American Counseling Association; or

F.1.b. Were ACA members when the alleged violations occurred (American 

Counseling Association [ACA], 2005, Section F: Jurisdiction).

Keep in mind however, if your state licensing board requires adherence to the ACA 

Code, your state board will have the jurisdiction to enforce the ACA Code against you 

for any violations.
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2.  AMHCA Code of Ethics

The American Mental Health Counselors Association (AMHCA) created its 

AMHCA Code of Ethics (AMHCA Code) to provide ethical guidelines for all clinical 

mental health counselor designations within the profession of mental health counseling, 

regardless of specific degree or title (American Mental Health Counselors Association 

[AMHCA], 2015; revised 2020).  Again, membership with the AMHCA is voluntary and 

only its members are bound to comply with the AMHCA Code; however, according to 

the AMHCA Code, “[w]hether or not a CMHC is bound by this Code of Ethics, all 

CMHCs ethically should understand and act in accordance with it” (AMHCA, 2015; 

revised 2020, p. 3).  Nonetheless, the AMHCA Code states that neither the AMHCA, its 

board of directors, or its national Committee on Ethics investigates or adjudicates 

ethical complaints (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020).  However, some states have adopted 

the AMHCA Code and if your licensing board requires adherence to the AMHCA Code, 

then your state board may have jurisdiction to enforce the AMHCA Code against your 

for any violations.  

 

3.  ACSA Ethical Standards for School Counselors

As set forth in the preamble of the American School Counselor Association 

Ethical Standards for School Counselors(Ethical Standards):

The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) is a professional 

organization supporting school counselors, school counseling students/interns, 

school counseling program directors/supervisors and school counselor 
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educators. School counselors have unique qualifications and skills to address 

preK–12 students’ academic, career and social/emotional development needs. 

These standards are the ethical responsibility of all school counseling 

professionals (American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 1984; revised 

1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, p. 1).

Thus, the ACSA Ethical Standards are a specific set of ethical guidelines for those 

counselors who specialize in working with pre-K-12th grade students, and violations of 

its members are only enforceable within the school community, school district, state 

professional practice/standards commission, state school counselors association, or by 

the ACSA Ethics Committee (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016).

 

4.  NBCC Code of Ethics

As with the previously mentioned associations, membership of the NBCC is also 

voluntary and not all counselors are required to adhere to the NBCC Code of 

Ethics (NBCC Code) (National Board for Certified Counselors [NBCC], 2016).  However, 

whenever a counselor does volunteer to become a member of the NBCC, that 

counselor is obligated to adhere to the NBCC Code, in addition to, any other ethical 

standards established by any other professional associations with which the counselor 

is a member (NBCC, 2016).  The NBCC Code is enforceable, and anyone who has 

applied to the NBCC to become a member or who holds a credential issued by the 

NBCC and who violates any of the ethical directives under the NBCC Code, is subject 

to sanctions by the NBCC (NBCC, 2016).
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II.  Ethical Decision-Making

A.  Purpose of Ethical Codes

Professional ethics codes are important because they serve to protect the public 

from harm, and they offer guidance to assist professionals faced with having to make 

complicated decisions about right and wrong conduct.  Any given professional 

community is comprised of a number of individuals having different experiences and 

who have their own personal beliefs and values.  As such, every community is 

susceptible to experiencing a clash of ideals about what constitutes right or wrong 

conduct.  This is where a code of ethics can be helpful, since it codifies common core 

values shared by a particular community and sets forth a minimum standard of 

acceptable behavior in furtherance of those values.  For many professionals who are 

faced with having to make ethical decisions, simply evaluating their specific situation 

and examining their relevant ethical codes to determine how their professional 

guidelines apply to the given situation, may be sufficient to lead the professional to 

resolution.  However, when such a resolution is not that evident, it can be helpful to 

have an ethical decision-making model to guide the professional.

 

B.  Decision-Making Models

If you are a practicing counselor, you can bet that at some point in your career 

you will encounter at least one, if not many, ethical dilemmas.  An ethical dilemma has 

been defined as a situation which calls for a decision in which there is no clear course of 

action because no matter which course of action is taken, ethical codes are bound to be 
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violated, due to some ethical codes or moral principles being in opposition to one 

another (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Other types of ethical dilemmas have been identified as 

situations which are so complex that the ethical codes offer little guidance or the ethical 

codes seem to be in conflict with the requirements of the law ("Ethical Dilemmas," n.d.).  

In order for clinicians to proceed in the face of such dilemmas, scholars in the field have 

valued the need for ethical decision-making models to assist clinicians in taking the 

most ethical courses of action.  There are several such ethical models in use which take 

the clinician through various steps of identifying the issues, weighing the consequences 

of each potential course of action, and ultimately helping the clinician to arrive at a 

responsible decision which may breach an ethical code (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Some 

codes endorse specific ethical decision-making models, whereas others merely spell 

out the responsibility counselors have to utilize an ethical decision-making process.  

Neither the ACA Code nor NBCC Code endorse any specific decision-making model; 

however, the ACA promotes a model on its website which it developed in collaboration 

with Holly Forester-Miller, Ph.D. and Thomas E. Davis, Ph.D. in a white paper 

entitled, “Practitioner’s Guide to Ethical Decision Making” ("Navigating The Ethical 

Decision-Making Process," n.d.).  On the other hand, the AMHCA Ethics Committee 

developed a simple 6-step decision-making tool to be used by licensed clinical mental 

health counselors  (American Mental Health Counselors Association [AMHCA], 2020); 

and the ASCA devote an entire section of their Ethical Standards to ethical decision-

making which specifies that, when confronted with an ethical dilemma, school 

counselors are to use a decision-making model such as Solutions to Ethical Problems in 
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Schools (STEPS) (Stone, 2001) (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 

2016).  The following is a brief review of each of these models.

 

1. ACA Code

The ACA Code provides that counselors have a responsibility to utilize an ethical 

decision-making process whenever they face an ethical dilemma:

When counselors are faced with ethical dilemmas that are difficult to resolve, 

they are expected to engage in a carefully considered ethical decision-making 

process, consulting available resources as needed. Counselors acknowledge 

that resolving ethical issues is a process; ethical reasoning includes 

consideration of professional values, professional ethical principles, and ethical 

standards (ACA, 2014, p. 3).

The ACA Code acknowledges that “[n]o specific ethical decision-making model is 

always most effective, so counselors are expected to use a credible model of decision 

making that can bear public scrutiny of its application” (ACA, 2014, p. 3).  Section I of 

the ACA Code offers guidance for how counselors may go about resolving ethical 

issues.  It provides that counselors have a duty to know and understand the ethical 

codes and laws and rules of their profession, and that counselors are to act ethically 

and legally (ACA, 2014, Section I).  It provides that:

When counselors are faced with an ethical dilemma, they use and document, as 

appropriate, an ethical decision-making model that may include, but is not limited 

to, consultation; consideration of relevant ethical standards, principles, and laws; 
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generation of potential courses of action; deliberation of risks and benefits; and 

selection of an objective decision based on the circumstances and welfare of all 

involved (ACA, 2014, para. I.1.b.).

The ACA Code further provides that whenever there is a conflict between counselors’ 

ethical responsibilities and the applicable laws/rules, counselors ought to “...make 

known their commitment to the ACA Code of Ethics and take steps to resolve the 

conflict” (ACA, 2014, para. I.1.c.).  However, the ACA Code acknowledges this may not 

lead to resolution, in which case, counselors “...may adhere to the requirements of the 

law, regulations, and/or other governing legal authority” (ACA, 2014, para. I.1.c.). 

 

a.  Practitioner’s Guide to Ethical Decision Making (Forester-Miller & Davis, 

2016)

In 1996, Holly Forester-Miller, Ph.D. and Thomas E. Davis, Ph.D. collaborated 

with the American Counseling Association in publishing the “Practitioner’s Guide to 

Ethical Decision Making,” outlining a framework for counselors to assist with the ethical 

decision-making process (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  This framework, which was 

updated in 2016, is an ethical decision-making model comprised of seven sequential 

steps based on the works of Forester-Miller and Rubenstein (1992), Haas and Malouf 

(1989), Kitchener (1984), Stadler (1986), and Van Hoose and Paradise 

(1979) (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  The authors of this ethical decision-making 

model suggest that it “...addresses the guiding principles that are globally valuable in 

ethical decision making...” and therefore is appropriate to be utilized by multiple types of 
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counseling professionals (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016, p. 1).  The following is a 

summary of the steps:

i. Identify the Problem

As with any decision-making models, the first step is to properly identify your 

problem.  This involves gathering as much information as you can about your situation 

and objectively identifying the issues to determine if the problem is ethical, legal, 

professional, or clinical (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  Forrester-Miller and Davis 

suggest asking yourself the following questions:

Is the issue related to me and what I am or am not doing? Is it related to a client 

and/or the client’s significant others and what they are or are not doing? Is it 

related to technology in the provision of services or of storing records? Is it 

related to the institution or agency and their policies and procedures? (Forrester-

Miller & Davis, 2016, p. 2-3).

In the event the problem is related to the policies and/or procedures of an agency or 

institution, you can also refer to your agency’s or institution’s guidelines for assistance in 

following established protocols (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016)

 

ii. Apply the ACA Code of Ethics

Once you have determined that you have an ethical dilemma, the first place to go 

for guidance is the ACA Code of Ethics and any other state or professional codes that 

apply to you (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  Sometimes, your ethical questions can be 
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answered simply by reviewing the pre-established standards of acceptable conduct set 

forth in your professional ethics codes.  Forrester-Miller and Davis remind us to always 

consider a multicultural perspective when examining ethical codes, and to pay particular 

attention to details involving the ethical use of technologies in your practice (Forrester-

Miller & Davis, 2016).  If your ethical question could not be answered simply by turning 

to your ethical codes, then your issue is more complex and will require you to proceed 

to the next step for further analysis.

 

iii. Determine the Nature and Dimensions of the Dilemma

In this step, it is important to return to the core moral principles which serve as 

the foundation for ethical standards of practice within the counseling community: 

 autonomy, justice, beneficence, nonmaleficence, fidelity (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 

2016), and perhaps, veracity (Corey et al., 2007).  You will want to determine which of 

these principles are being challenged in your particular situation and then determine if 

the principles are in conflict with one another (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  In the 

event that there are conflicting principles at play, you may need to rely upon your own 

professional judgement to prioritize which principle to honor (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 

2016).

Remember, ethics reflect a community’s values, and if there is ever a question of 

what constitutes ethical behavior, it is always important to look back to your community 

for guidance.  Make sure that you have researched the most recent relevant 

professional literature regarding your dilemma and that you stay abreast of issues of 
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diversity that may be impacting your decision (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  It is also 

imperative to consult with professional peers and/or supervisors who observe the ACA 

Code of Ethicsto gain alternative perspectives on your issue (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 

2016).  State and national professional associations, such as the American Counseling 

Association, can also offer some ethical guidance (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).

 

iv. Generate Potential Courses of Action

This step is similar to the “brainstorming” step of other decision-making models.  

At this stage, you want to explore all possible solutions and potential courses of action, 

no matter how silly they may seem (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  At this stage you 

do not want to be critical of your ideas, rather you want to engage in a “stream of 

consciousness” type of thinking where you allow all of your ideas to surface.  Forrester-

Miller and Davis recommend that you enlist the assistance of a colleague who abides by 

the ACA Code of Ethics to help with this process (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).

 

v. Consider the Potential Consequences of All Options and Determine a Course 

of Action

This is the step where you can be critical of your ideas from the previous 

brainstorming session.  At this stage, you will evaluate all the information you have 

gathered, taking into consideration the core principles and any priorities you have 

established, and conduct a risk assessment analysis for all the parties effected by your 

decision, including yourself (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  After weighing the pros 
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and cons, you can eliminate the undesirable options until you arrive at the one(s) which 

are most likely to achieve the identified goals (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).

 

vi. Evaluate the Selected Course of Action

Once you have identified a course of action, you will evaluate the course of 

action itself to determine if it poses any additional ethical concerns (Forrester-Miller & 

Davis, 2016).   Forrester-Miller and Davis, referencing Stadler (1986), identify three 

questions to ask, in order to determine whether the course of action is appropriate:  1) Is 

the course of action just or fair, i.e., would you treat others the same in this same 

situation?  2) Would you mind if your behavior was made public or reported to the press, 

and if so, could you defend your actions? 3) Would you universally recommend this 

same course of action to a colleague? (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  If you 

determine that your course of action passes the tests of justice, publicity, and 

universality, and no new ethical concerns are raised regarding your proposed course of 

action, then you are ready to proceed to the next and final step; otherwise, you will need 

to go back to the beginning of the decision-making model and reevaluate each step 

(Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).   

 

vii. Implement the Course of Action

The final step of this process calls for implementing your decision and putting it 

into action (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  Once this is done, it is important to monitor 
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the outcome of your decision and assess the consequences to determine if your 

decision has resulted in the desired effect (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).   

 

2. ETHICS Model (Ling & Hauck, 2017)

Until 2016, the Forrester-Miller & Davis (1996) model had not been revised since 

it was authored in 1996 and it, along with other models had been criticized as being 

dated, too narrowly focused, not comprehensive, subjective, and/or not “theoretically 

grounded” (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  In response to the need for an ethical decision-

making framework which addressed all of these criticisms, Thomson J. Ling and Jessica 

M. Hauck proposed a new decision-making model in their paper, “The ETHICS Model: 

Comprehensive, Ethical Decision Making” based on a program presented at the 2016 

American Counseling Association Conference, April 3, 2016, Montréal, Québec (Ling & 

Hauck, 2017).  [As an aside, it is not known whether the Forrester-Miller and Davis 

model was updated in 2016 in response the criticisms mentioned above, and whether 

critics such as Ling and Hauck would have the same criticisms of the 2016 version as 

they did the 1996 version.  Nonetheless, until more studies are conducted examining 

and comparing the efficacy of both models, presumably both decision-making models 

are suitable for counselors to help guide them in their decision-making process.]  Ling 

and Hauck argue that their new model (the ETHICS Model) is based on recent relevant 

literature and is flexible enough to be utilized with a variety of ethical codes, adaptable 

enough to accommodate changes in ethical codes and remain relevant, comprehensive 

and appropriate for use by a variety of counselors of all experience levels, is 
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theoretically grounded, and can be applied to assist with decision-making regarding a 

wide range of topics (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  

Thomson J. Ling and Jessica M. Hauck opined that an ethical decision-making 

model needs to represent multiple theoretical bases (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Their 

ETHICS Model is based upon the theoretical frameworks of utilitarianism, moral 

relativism, and moral absolutism, where utilitarianism is the belief that behaviors are 

acceptable, so long as they benefit the majority of people; moral relativism refers to the 

idea that ethical behavior is determined in a social context amongst peers; moral 

absolutism, in this context, suggests that a practitioner has a greater responsibility to 

abide by the rules than to be concerned with consequences (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Ling 

and Hauck explain that their ETHICS Model uses a utilitarianism perspective in that 

when evaluating an ethical dilemma, the priority is in assessing the consequences of a 

course of action rather than the means by which they were achieved (Ling & Hauck, 

2017).  Ling and Hauck further explain that their ETHICS Model uses the perspective of 

moral relativism in that the ethical considerations of a specific situation must be 

assessed in a multicultural context to determine what the standard of behavior is 

amongst other professionals in the field, which may require that clinicians seek to 

educate themselves with recent, relevant literature on the topic at hand (Ling & Hauck, 

2017).  Finally, Ling and Hauck explain that their ETHICS Model uses the moral 

absolutism perspective with regard to practitioner liability, whereby following the rules 

and limiting a practitioner’s exposure to liability is the priority (Ling & Hauck, 2017). 

 Moral absolutism is in direct contrast to utilitarianism, but it is meant to help balance the 

© 2020 Online-CEs, LLC, adapted with permission for ACEonline, LLC                                                                            25



ACEonline, LLC                                   online-CEs.com______________________________________________
Online Continuing Education for Professionals

two opposing perspectives (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  The following is a summary of the 6 

steps:

 

a. 6 Steps

The ETHICS Model is divided into the following six steps:  Evaluate the Dilemma, 

Think Ahead, Help, Information, Calculate Risk, and Select an Action (Ling & Hauck, 

2017).    

 

i. Evaluate the Dilemma

The purpose of the first step of the ETHICS Model is to evaluate the situation at 

hand and determine if there is in fact an ethical dilemma (Ling & Hauck, 2017).    To 

determine this, a practitioner must be able to apply ethical codes to real-life situations 

(Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Keep in mind that ethical codes typically contain both 

aspirational and mandatory guidelines (ACA, 2014) (Ling & Hauck, 2017).    Aspirational 

guidelines are unclear and open to interpretation; whereas, mandatory guidelines are 

explicit directives.  In determining whether an ethical dilemma exists, a practitioner will 

first explore their situation and possible courses of action to assess whether the ethical 

codes address this specific situation.   If ethical codes address the potential courses of 

action, the practitioner must then determine whether the relevant guideline(s) at issue 

is/are aspirational or mandatory and assess whether the potential courses of action 

support or violate the codes.  If the ethical code has a mandate that speaks to the 

matter at hand, the proper course of action would be to follow the ethical mandate, 
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thereby negating any need to continue with the decision-making model.  However, when 

the ethical guideline at issue is aspirational, and one or more ethical guidelines are in 

opposition to one another, such that any course of action will likely violate some 

guideline, then an ethical dilemma exists and a decision-making model becomes 

necessary to assist in determining the most ethical course of action.  After completing 

this step, if the practitioner determines that an ethical dilemma exists, then he/she would 

proceed to the following steps.

 

ii. Think Ahead

Thinking ahead involves being able to identify all possible courses of action and 

assessing the various outcomes of each course of action, weighing the pros and cons 

(Ling & Hauck, 2017).    The ethical principle of fidelity requires that the practitioner be 

able to identify all parties potentially effected by any course of action when making such 

an assessment (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  However, to be effective this step requires a 

utilitarian approach to determine the best outcome for the greatest number of people, 

while at the same time, adhering to the ethical principles of nonmaleficence and 

beneficence (Ling & Hauck, 2017).    

 

iii. Help

The next step is to seek help.  While it is the practitioner’s sole responsibility to 

move through an ethical decision-making process and arrive at a decision, moral 

relativism reminds of the importance of framing a dilemma within a multicultural and 
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social context (Ling & Hauck, 2017).   The practitioner has a responsibility to consult 

with colleagues to determine the relevant standard of practice within the community 

(Ling & Hauck, 2017).   Ling and Hauck reference Behnke (2014) in the identification of 

four types of consultation:  legal, ethical, clinical, or risk management (Ling & Hauck, 

2017).    Legal consultations could require speaking with a lawyer about how laws or 

regulations may affect a course of action (Ling & Hauck, 2017).    Ethical consultations 

could require consulting with an ethics committee to help interpret whether ethical codes 

support a course of action (Ling & Hauck, 2017).    Clinical consultations could include 

conferring with a supervisor to assess what course of action would be in a client’s best 

interests (Ling & Hauck, 2017).    Furthermore, risk management consultations 

necessary to determine the level of liability involved in pursuing a particular course of 

action could involve consulting with a liability insurance company (Ling & Hauck, 2017). 

 

iv. Information

This step involves researching recent, topical literature, laws, regulations, and 

past ethical decisions (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  By educating themselves on the latest 

relevant information regarding industry standards, practitioners consider their particular 

dilemma within the context of a social and multicultural framework which is consistent 

with the moral relativism perspective (Ling & Hauck, 2017).   
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v. Calculate Risk

The next step is to calculate risk in terms of the practitioner’s exposure to liability 

(Ling & Hauck, 2017).   This step utilizes the perspective of moral absolutism which 

suggests that the practitioner has a greater responsibility to follow the rules, regardless 

of the impact doing so may have on the client (Ling & Hauck, 2017).   This step is 

designed to balance against the utilitarian perspective used in the Think Ahead step 

(Ling & Hauck, 2017).   During this step, practitioners must consider their personal 

exposure to liability with regard to each potentially effected party and with regard to 

each possible course of action (Ling & Hauck, 2017).   Ultimately, once all the liabilities 

are identified, practitioners will evaluate to determine the course of action with the least 

exposure to liability (Ling & Hauck, 2017).   

 

vi. Select an Action

The final step only occurs after all other steps have been completed; the ETHICS 

Model is designed to be sequential (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Presumably, if the 

practitioner has successfully completed all previous steps, the practitioner will be able to 

identity the most and least ethical courses of action, and will be able to select the 

course of action best supported by the evidence (Ling & Hauck, 2017).  Furthermore, 

the ETHICS Model not only serves to help the practitioner arrive at the best course of 

action, but it also serves the practitioner by formalizing the decision-making process, in 

the event the practitioner ever needs to justify a particular course of action (Ling & 
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Hauck, 2017).   As such, it is always a good idea to document each step of the decision-

making process and keep the records in the client file. 

 

b. Sample Case - Application of ETHICS Model

To help illustrate the application of the ETHICS Model Ling and Hauck provide 

the following sample case:

The ETHICS ethical decision-making model is generally applicable to many 

cases. For example, consider the following situation: In an intake counseling 

session, Kris is a new client who presents with sadness over the end of a brief 

sexual relationship with Sam. Unbeknownst to Kris, Sam is a close friend of the 

counselor. For the past few years, Sam and the counselor have met weekly for 

lunch and have taken annual vacations together. What is the best course of 

action in this situation?

 

While this situation initially seems straightforward, the ETHICS model allows for a 

full examination of the underlying complexity of this situation. The challenge in 

this situation is that the counselor is faced with multiple relationships, and each of 

these relationships needs to be considered, as well as each of the courses of 

action. In the evaluate the dilemma step, the counselor is seeing Kris as a new 

client and can elect to provide counseling to Kris or provide a referral for Kris. 

The ACA Code of Ethics (ACA, 2014a) can be applied to both of these options. 

By providing counseling to Kris, the counselor upholds code A.1.a, which 
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suggests that the counselor has a primary responsibility to Kris as a client. Sam 

is not considered a client and thus is not a primary responsibility of the counselor. 

However, seeing Kris for counseling could be a violation of code A.6.a, which 

might discourage the counselor from providing services to Kris, with whom the 

counselor has a distant relationship. On the other hand, by providing a referral to 

Kris, the counselor upholds code A.5.d, which prohibits providing counseling to 

friends with whom the counselor cannot remain objective. It is quite possible in 

this situation that the counselor is unable to remain objective with Kris given her 

close friendship with Sam. However, a referral may violate code A.11.b, which 

prohibits referral based solely on counselor attitudes or behaviors. In this 

situation, the counselor would be basing the referral primarily on their needs, and 

not the client’s needs.

 

Next, the counselor would need to think ahead to the foreseeable outcomes for 

each option. While seeing Kris for counseling provides services as requested, the 

counselor sets up a potential multiple relationship, and it is likely that the 

counselor may not be able to remain objective and separate out feelings about 

Sam from the counseling work with Kris. Furthermore, the counselor may face 

confidentiality issues if Kris and Sam ever rekindle their relationship. However, by 

referring Kris, the counselor risks Kris not following through with the referral and 

not receiving treatment. In addition, Kris may inquire as to the reason for the 
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referral and the counselor will need to consider the potential harm of either 

disclosing or not disclosing the reason for the referral.

 

In the help step, the counselor upholds code I.2.c, which suggests seeking 

consultation when the most ethical course of action is unclear. In this step, a 

potential legal question the counselor would consider is: Are there any laws that 

would preclude a counselor from providing services to a second-degree friend? 

This question could be best answered by seeking help from a lawyer in the 

counselor’s jurisdiction. A potential ethical question would be: Given that code A.

5.d states that counselors cannot provide services to a friend, would a second-

degree friend fall under the definition of “friend or family member”? The ACA 

Code of Ethics does not define “friend or family member,” so this question would 

be best answered by seeking help from the ACA ethics consultants.

 

In the information step, the counselor might examine relevant literature. For 

example, Barnett, Lazarus, Vasquez, Moorehead-Slaughter, and Johnson (2007) 

suggested that the decision to cross a boundary in counseling is dependent on 

four factors. First, the counselor must consider the client’s best interest, and, in 

this case, it may not be in Kris's best interest to have a counselor where a 

multiple relationship exists. Second, the treatment plan is considered and since 

counseling involves the ability of counselors to remain objective, the counselor 

must consider whether objective treatment can occur. Given that this is an intake 
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session, a treatment plan may not be formed, and this facilitates a smooth 

transition to a new counselor. Third, the counselor should consider how the 

power differential may impact treatment. Finally, consultation should occur. 

Overall, the Barnett et al. (2007) literature suggests that the counselor should 

refer Kris and provide an explanation for the referral.

 

The counselor should also calculate risk and how the potential courses of action 

increase or decrease the amount of risk the counselor assumes. Should the 

counselor provide services to Kris, the counselor provides services as requested, 

but the risk of accidental disclosure of confidential information to Sam increases. 

On the other hand, if the counselor provides a referral to Kris, exposure to risk is 

minimized via the elimination of potential accidental disclosure of confidential 

information and the potential harm caused by a multiple relationship.

 

Finally, the counselor should select a course of action based on the ETHICS 

analysis. As indicated in the steps of the model, the counselor may not be able to 

remain objective and the risk of accidental disclosure is high. In addition, the 

multiple relationship is directly connected with Kris’s presenting issue and this 

negatively impacts treatment. Finally, since this is an intake session, it is 

relatively easy for the counselor to provide a referral. For these reasons, the best 

course of action would be to provide Kris with a referral. While there is a risk Kris 

may not follow through with a referral, the counselor can take steps to ensure 
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successful referral such as providing multiple referrals and checking to see if 

referrals were taken (Ling & Hauck, 2017, p. 8).

 

3. AMHCA Ethical Decision-Making

The AMHCA Code of Ethics provides that whenever members encounter ethical 

dilemmas they are “...encouraged to use commonly recognized procedures for ethical 

decision-making...” such as the AMHCA Ethical Decision-Making Model (Decision-

Making Model) developed by the AMHCA Ethics Committee (AMHCA, 2015; revised 

2020, p. 17) (Miller & Otis, 2020).  This Decision-Making Model provided below, is a 

simple, 6-step tool for use by licensed clinical mental health counselors:

Step 1:  Define the central question and determine if it is solely an ethical issue 

or if it contains aspects of another category such as legal, clinical, values, or 

biases.

Step 2:  Consult with the professional practice guidelines, ethical codes, and 

other relevant resources.

Step 3:  Consult with colleagues, an ethics committee, or other competent 

sources.

Step 4:  Deliberate and decide on a course of action.

Step 5:  Document your decision-making process.

Step 6:  Evaluate (AMHCA, 2020).

However, the authors do not elaborate or offer a demonstration as to the application of 

this tool to a case scenario.  
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4.  ASCA Ethical Decision-Making - Solutions to Ethical Problems in 

Schools (STEPS)

The ASCA Ethical Standards provide that when school counselors are faced with 

ethical dilemmas, they should use an ethical decision-making model, such as Solutions 

to Ethical Problems in Schools (STEPS) (Stone, 2001) (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 

1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016).  The STEPS model developed by Stone (2001), built upon 

the model outlined in “The Practitioner’s Guide to Ethical Decision Making” developed 

by Holly Forester-Miller, Ph.D. and Thomas E. Davis, Ph.D. in collaboration with the 

ACA (Ethical Decision-Making Model) (Stone, 2017).  STEPS is a 9-step model which 

“...extends the conceptual and contextual applications” of the Ethical Decision-Making 

Model and “...addresses the emotional influences of a problem and considers 

chronological and developmental appropriateness as well as parental rights” (Stone, 

2017, para. STEPS Model for School Settings).  Different from the other ethical 

decision-making models, the STEPS model takes into consideration the nuances of 

ethical dilemmas in school settings (Stone, 2017).  Stone outlines the nine steps in 

numerical order, but she notes that this process rarely occurs in a sequential 

format (Stone, 2017).

 

a. Define the Problem Emotionally and Intellectually 

Stone stresses the importance of counselors using their emotions to help guide 

the process; she suggests asking the following questions:

How do your emotions define this problem (your initial reaction)?
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What does your heart tell you should happen in this case?   File this initial 

reaction away for later reference.

How does your intellect define the problem; unemotionally, objectively?

What are the facts? Separate out the hearsay but remember that rumors often 

inform. (Stone, 2017, para. The STEPS Model for School Settings).

 

b.  Apply the ASCA and ACA Code of Ethics and the Law 

As with other models, this step asks the counselor to consider whether there is a 

true ethical dilemma or whether looking to the applicable ethical standards and the law 

offers a solution to the appropriate course of action (Stone, 2017).  Where there is no 

one obvious course of action, it would be safe to assume there is an ethical dilemma 

and the counselor should proceed through the following decision-making steps (Stone, 

2017).

 

c.  Consider the Chronological and Developmental Levels 

This step is one which has not been specifically included in other ethical 

decision-making models, yet it is crucial for counselors in a school setting working with 

children, as young children lack the ability to make informed decisions (Stone, 2017).

 

d.  Consider the Setting, Parental Rights, and Minors’ Rights 

As mentioned in the previous step, children may not be able to make their own 

informed decisions and it may become necessary to include parents and guardians in 
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an ethical decision-making process (Stone, 2017).  One core value of counselors is to 

respect a person’s autonomy, and it would not be appropriate for a counselor to impose 

his/her own values into a client’s ethical decision-making process (ASCA, 1984; revised 

1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016).  Parents/guardians have the right to parent and 

guide their children in accordance with their own value system and counselors are 

obligated to honor that right.  Stone reminds that school counselors exist in a setting 

where students have come for educational instruction, and if an ethical dilemma arises 

with a student which crosses over the realm of education into a “personal or emotional 

arena,” school counselors are obligated to consult with the student’s parent/

guardian (Stone, 2017).

 

e.  Apply the Moral Principals 

This step takes the counselor back to the original core moral principles 

promulgated by Kitchener (1984):  autonomy, beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice, and 

loyalty (Kitchener, 1984).  The counselor must consider each principle, apply them to 

the situation at hand, and where there exists a conflict between one or more principles, 

the counselor must prioritize the principle(s) which support(s) a resolution (Stone, 

2017).  

 

f.  Determine the Potential Courses of Action and their Consequences 

This step is similar to other decision-making models and calls for the counselor to 

brainstorm all possible solutions to the problem (Stone, 2017).  Stone suggests as part 
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of this step, the counselor should consult with a colleague whenever possible to assist 

with the brainstorming process, and make a list of the pros and cons of each possible 

course of action (Stone, 2017).  

 

g.   Evaluate the Selected Course of Action 

At this stage, the counselor must take into consideration all the information 

gathered during previous steps, along with the moral principles which have been 

prioritized, and evaluate the consequences of each course of action for all effected 

parties (Stone, 2017).  Like Forrester-Miller and Davis, who referenced Stadler (1986), 

Stone recommends applying the three tests of justice, publicity, and universality to 

determine whether the course of action is appropriate: 1) Is the course of action just or 

fair, i.e., would you treat others the same in this same situation?  2) Would you mind if 

your behavior was made public or reported to the press, and if so, could you defend 

your actions? 3) Would you universally recommend this same course of action to a 

colleague? (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016) (Stone, 2017).  If you fail any of the three 

tests, your proposed course of action raises additional ethical concerns and you must 

start the process again, but if you pass all three tests, then you can proceed to the next 

step (Stone, 2017).  

 

h.  Consult 

This step is similar to other models, in that it requires the counselor to consult 

with experienced professionals in the community, perhaps a supervisor, and state and/
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or national professional associations (Stone, 2017).  Stone highlights the importance of 

this step and suggests a practice of engaging in routine consultations with a network of 

professionals, including colleagues, administrators, supervisors, and school 

attorneys, to stay abreast of legal and ethical issues in the field (Stone, 2017).

 

i. Implement the Course of Action

After having successfully moved through all previous steps, the counselor is 

ready to implement a course of action, keeping in mind that there is no perfect response 

and there will be a risk being taken (Stone, 2017).  Stone reminds that the purpose of 

the ethical decision-making process is not to eliminate all risk, but rather to act 

responsibly in the face of a risk (Stone, 2017).  Stone also suggests following up after 

the course of action has been implemented to assess the outcome of the course of 

action and whether it had the anticipated result (Stone, 2017).

 

 

C.  Conclusion

When faced with an ethical dilemma, there is not always one clear course of 

action, and different clinicians may each act ethically, but arrive at different decisions.  

The important thing for counselors to keep in mind is that they need to act responsibly.  

Citing Van Hoose and Paradise (1979), Forrester-Miller and Davis suggest that:

a counselor “is probably acting in an ethically responsible way concerning a client 

if (1) he or she has maintained personal and professional honesty, coupled with 
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(2) the best interests of the client, (3) without malice or personal gain, and (4) can 

justify his or her actions as the best judgment of what should be done based 

upon the current state of the profession” (p. 58) (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016, 

p. 5).   

Forrester-Miller and Davis (2016) suggest that by following a systematic decision-

making model, such as the “Practitioner’s Guide to Ethical Decision Making,” clinicians 

can be assured that they have met the criteria posited by Van Hoose and Paradise 

(1979) for acting ethically (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016).  However, counselors are not 

bound to following just one model.  Rather, counselors have a duty to act responsibly, 

and when faced with an ethical dilemma, that means utilizing a decision-making process 

which takes the counselors’ ethical codes into consideration when determining the 

appropriate course of action for clients.  This may be accomplished by following any of 

the models presented above, and though there may never be an ideal resolution to 

ethical dilemmas, clinicians can be sure that by following an ethical decision-making 

model they are acting professionally, with deliberation, and exercising sound 

judgment ("Ethical Dilemmas," n.d.).  Clinicians must keep in mind that while they are 

working hard to make the best decisions for their clients, sometimes clients may not 

agree with the clinicians’ choices and the clinicians must be prepared to defend their 

decision-making process.  This is why responsible, ethical decision-making also 

involves keeping a record of the decision-making process.  As Forrester-Miller and 

Davis remind, clinicians ought to document each step of the decision-making process in 
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the client’s file, in case the clinicians ever need to defend or explain their course of 

action  (Forrester-Miller & Davis, 2016). 

 

III.  Ethical Violations & Disciplinary Actions

An unfortunate fact of life is that every community will have its bad actors, i.e., 

trouble-makers.  Though such individuals may not be motivated by upholding ethical or 

legal codes and they may not be deterred from committing violations of such codes by 

threat of disciplinary action, most of us do want to behave ethically and avoid 

disciplinary action.  As such, educators in the field of counseling ethics have noted that 

an important component of sound ethical education includes a discussion about ethical 

violations and disciplinary actions (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  The argument in favor of 

such inclusion is that teaching counselors about the types of ethical and legal 

complaints likely to result in disciplinary actions “...would better prepare counselors to 

navigate the field responsibly… [and] improve a counselor’s ability to be a professional 

custodian” (Ahia & Boccone, 2017, p. 2).  Typically, complaints of ethical violations 

are made with the professional associations to which the counselors belong or the 

licensing boards under which the counselors are licensed.  Professional associations 

and state licensing boards usually outline specific grievance procedures which describe 

how a complaint is received, evaluated, and if/how sanctions and/or disciplinary actions 

are imposed.  Sometimes, such associations or boards make such ethical violations and 

disciplinary information available to the public, which can serve as a great resource of 

knowledge on the topic.
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A.  ACA Ethics Committee

The ACA Ethics Committee is responsible for educating its members about the 

ACA Code, processing requests for interpretations of the Code, making any necessary 

revisions to the Code, and receiving and processing complaints of alleged violations of 

the Code ("ACA Committees," n.d.).  When an ethical complaint is received by the ACA, 

the Ethics Committee evaluates the complaint pursuant to procedures outlined in 

the ACA Policies and Procedures for Processing Complaints of Ethical Violations to 

determine whether the complaint has merit and warrants disciplinary action (ACA, 

2005).  If the Ethics Committee determines that any provision of the ACA Code of Ethics 

has been violated, it may issue any of the following sanctions:

N.1. Remedial requirements may be stipulated by the Committee.

N.2. Probation for a specified period of time subject to Committee review of 

compliance. Remedial requirements may be imposed to be completed within a 

specified period of time.

N.3. Suspension from ACA membership for a specified period of time subject to 

Committee review of compliance. Remedial requirements may be imposed to be 

completed within a specified period of time.

N.4. Permanent expulsion from ACA membership. This sanction requires a 

unanimous vote of those voting.

N.5.a. The penalty for failing to fulfill in a satisfactory manner a remedial 

requirement imposed by the Committee will be automatic suspension until the 

requirement is met, unless the Committee determines that the remedial 
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requirement should be modified based on good cause shown prior to the end of 

the remedial requirement deadline.

N.5.b. The penalty for failing to fulfill in a satisfactory manner a remedial 

requirement imposed by the Committee as a result of a suspension sanction will 

be automatic permanent expulsion unless the Committee determines that the 

remedial requirement should be modified based on good cause shown prior to 

the end of the suspension period.

N.6. Other corrective action may be prescribed by the Committee such as: 

successful completion of a specific education or training, supervision, and 

evaluation or treatment (ACA, 2005, Section N).

Once the ACA renders its final decision and in the event the charged member has been 

suspended or expelled, the ACA may notify the charged member’s licensing board, 

certification or registry boards, voluntary national certification boards, and appropriate 

professional associations (ACA, 2005).

Each year, the ACA publishes its Annual Ethic Report summarizing the number 

of inquiries, complaints, and sanctions for a given year.  For the fiscal year 2019, the 

ACA Ethics Committee reported that there were 1,711 ethical inquires made, however 

only 7 complaints were filed and zero cases were accepted for adjudication, thus 

resulting in zero sanctions being imposed (ACA Ethics Committee, 2019).  Since so few 

complaints were actually filed and none rose to the level of being adjudicated through 

mechanisms such as imposition of remedial measures or expulsion from membership, 

this report alone does little to illuminate the problem of ethical violations being made by 
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counselors.  Likewise, since not all licensed counselors are members of the ACA, it is 

important to examine other available resources to learn more about ethical violations of 

counselors.

 

B.  AMHCA

As outlined in Section VI. of the AMHCA Code, the AMHCA does not investigate 

or adjudicate ethical complaints, but membership may be suspended or revoked if a 

member’s license is suspended or revoked by a state board (AMHCA, 2015; revised 

2020).  

 

C.  ASCA

Section E of the ASCA Ethical Standards outline procedures for addressing 

ethical complaints against school counselors (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 

and 2010, 2016).  School counselors are encouraged to resolve unethical behaviors in a 

hierarchical manner beginning with consulting with professional colleagues to determine 

if there is agreement about the existence of unethical behavior; then school counselors 

are encouraged to confront the counselor whose behavior is in question to attempt to 

find a resolution; next, if the matter remains unresolved, school counselors are 

encouraged to contact proper school or community authorities, such as the school 

district or state professional practice/standards commission (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 

1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016).  If the matter remains unresolved, then school counselors 

should make a referral for review and appropriate action first with the state school 
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counselor association, and then if it remains unresolved, with the ASCA Ethics 

Committee (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016).  Since 

membership with the ASCA is voluntary, any ethical breaches of its members may result 

in revocation of membership and possible disciplinary action by state licensing boards.  

As of this writing, no data was found regarding ethical complaints filed with the 

ASCA Ethics Committee or any resulting disciplinary actions against its members.

 

D.  NBCC

The NBCC has established an extensive set of rules for processing ethical 

complaints of its certificants or applicants (National Board for Certified Counselors 

[NBCC], 2002; amended June 8, 2012).  The NBCC has the “...exclusive authority to 

end any ethics inquiry or case, regardless of circumstances,” and “[e]thics cases may 

be decided by the NBCC director of ethics, the Board of Ethics Appeals Committee and/

or any representative designated by the NBCC president and CEO or authorized by 

these procedures”  (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012, para. Section A).  The 

director of ethics has the authority to determine if and how a matter can be resolved 

informally, but if the director of ethics determines the matter cannot be resolved 

informally, the director shall refer the case for resolution in accordance with the 

grievance procedures and determine if the grievance warrants a preliminary inquiry and 

is accepted for a formal ethics review (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012).  After 

reviewing the grievance and supporting information, the NBCC director of ethics makes 

a determination as to whether or not the grievance supports a formal ethics complaint 
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notification; if however, the grievance is rejected by the director of ethics, the NBCC 

president and CEO will review the rejection and issue a final decision (NBCC, 2002; 

amended June 8, 2012).  If the grievance supports a formal ethics complaint 

notification, the director of ethics will issue the complaint notification after which the 

respondent shall have 30 days to submit a written response, to which the grievant has 

10 days to reply (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012).  After the ethics complaint is 

issued, the respondent may be asked to voluntarily temporarily suspend NBCC 

certifications, pending the final resolution, but if the respondent does not agree, the 

director of ethics, the president and CEO, or the Board of Ethics Appeals Committee 

may involuntarily suspend the respondent’s NBCC certifications, pending final 

resolution (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012).  The NBCC director of ethics has the 

authority to resolve the ethics complaint and issue a final decision and action, which 

may be appealed according to the procedures set forth in the NBCC Ethics Case 

Procedures (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012).  Once a respondent has been found 

to have violated any provision of the NBCC Code of Ethics, the NBCC may issue any of 

the following disciplinary actions:

(a) determination that the NBCC certificant or applicant is ineligible for 

recertification or certification, and that any reapplication of the respondent for 

NBCC certification be denied;

(b) a requirement that the respondent take appropriate corrective action(s);

(c) a private reprimand and censure of the respondent concerning violation(s) 

found;
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(d) a public reprimand and censure of the respondent concerning violation(s) 

found;

(e) a term of certification probation for a period of not less than six (6) months 

and not more than three (3) years, which may include conditions on the 

respondent’s conduct during that period, such as the condition that the 

respondent be monitored with respect to counseling activities;

(f) the suspension of any NBCC certification held by the respondent for a period 

of not less than six (6) months and not more than three (3) years, which shall 

include the requirements that the respondent return to NBCC all original or 

copied credential materials for the suspension period and immediately stop any 

professional identification or affiliation with NBCC during the suspension period; 

and

(g) the revocation of any NBCC certification held by the respondent, which shall 

include the requirements that the respondent return to NBCC all original or 

copied credential materials and immediately stop any and all professional 

identification or affiliation with NBCC (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012, p. 6).

In the event the NBCC takes disciplinary action against a respondent, the NBCC may 

notify the respondent’s state licensing board or any other appropriate government and/

or other professional organizations (NBCC, 2002; amended June 8, 2012).  The NBCC 

has the right to publish, or otherwise release the final decision (NBCC, 2002; amended 

June 8, 2012).  As of the writing of this course, in response to this writer's request for 
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information, the NBCC indicated that it had not published any such ethical 

violation decisions regarding disciplinary actions taken against NBCC counselors.  

 

E.  State Licensing Boards

In addition to enforcement by member associations like the ACA, AMHCA, ASCA, 

or the NBCC, state licensing boards often take disciplinary action against its licensees 

for ethical and legal violations.  Many such licensing boards maintain databases of 

these disciplinary actions which are accessible online (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  In a 

recent article, C. Emmanuel Ahia and Peter J. Boccone compiled data of disciplinary 

actions taken by counseling licensing boards across 28 states for the period between 

2009-2013 (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  [The authors noted that one of the limitations of 

their analysis was that the data they collected was limited to such databases that were 

available online, and thus data from all 50 states was not collected (Ahia & Boccone, 

2017).]  Ahia and Boccone’s analysis revealed that there were 999 violations resulting in 

disciplinary action involving 30 different categories of violations (Ahia & Boccone, 

2017).  The type of violation which occurred most frequently was failure to satisfy 

continuing education (CE) requirements (263/999); the second most common type of 

violation was having dual relationships (145/999); and the third most common type of 

violation was related to unprofessional conduct (78/999) (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  The 

analysis also revealed that dual relationship violations occurred in 26/28 states 

examined; unprofessional conduct occurred in 23/28 states; and tied for the third most 

prevalent type of violation was professional misrepresentation and being convicted of a 
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non-counseling related crime, both occurring in 16/28 states examined (Ahia & 

Boccone, 2017).  Of the 999 recorded violations, there were 1,774 disciplinary actions 

taken, ranging from 29 different categories of disciplinary action (Ahia & Boccone, 

2017).  The most common disciplinary action was a fine (450/1,774); the second most 

common action was mandatory continuing education (374/1,774); and the third most 

common was reprimands (235/1,774) (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  Ahia and Boccone 

include charts in their paper of the various ethical violations and disciplinary actions 

taken across the states sampled, which can be viewed by clicking this link:  https://

www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/vistas/

article_396bce2bf16116603abcacff0000bee5e7.pdf?sfvrsn=f5d84b2c_4 (Ahia & 

Boccone, 2017).

 

IV.  Common Ethical Violations

Based on the findings in the article by Ahia and Boccone, we will examine some 

of the most common ethical violations:  not complying with continuing education 

requirements, engaging in dual relationships, engaging in unprofessional conduct, 

professional misrepresentation, and being convicted on a non-counseling related crime.

 

A.  Failure to Comply With Continuing Education Requirements

As Ahia and Boccone found in their analysis, violations on the “periphery of 

ethics,” such as failing to meet continuing education requirements, are often overlooked, 

yet they “...represent a significant pitfall for counselors” (Ahia & Boccone, 2017, p. 5).  
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 As such, they recommend that educators in the field of ethics address such violations 

in their educational materials (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  In following with their 

recommendation, we include this next segment.

Continuing education (CE) requirements are mandated by state licensing boards, 

and each state has its own requirements and restrictions.  As Ahia and Boccone found, 

263/999 of the violations studied were due to counselors failing to meet their CE 

requirements, making it the most frequently occurring violation (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  

Some states permit counselors to complete all of their CE requirements online, making 

it very convenient and perhaps more likely that counselors will comply.  Other states 

limit or restrict counselors from satisfying their CE requirements online and instead 

require in-person attendance.  It is not clear if such restrictions factor into why there are 

compliance issues and further investigation is warranted.  It is important to check your 

state's specific requirements regarding whether online CEs are permitted, and if so, if 

there are any restrictions on the number of CEs permitted via online learning.  Also, 

some states, like Florida, make it impossible to neglect CE requirements, since 

demonstration of compliance is required before licenses can be renewed.  However, 

many states still rely on the honor system and presume licensees are satisfying their CE 

requirements when they renew their licenses.  

In addition to state licensing requirements, ethical codes also often address the 

importance of counselors keeping educated on matters such as relevant laws, rules, 

ethics, and professional information.  Perhaps, this is why Ahia and Boccone refer to 
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these types of violations as being on the “periphery of ethics.”  The following is a 

summary of the relevant codes:

 

1.  ACA Code

C.2.f. Continuing Education

Counselors recognize the need for continuing education to acquire and maintain 

a reasonable level of awareness of current scientific and professional information 

in their fields of activity. Counselors maintain their competence in the skills they 

use, are open to new procedures, and remain informed regarding best practices 

for working with diverse populations (ACA, 2014, para. C.2.f.).

 

F.2.a. Supervisor Preparation

Prior to offering supervision services, counselors are trained in supervision 

methods and techniques. Counselors who offer supervision services regularly 

pursue continuing education activities, including both counseling and supervision 

topics and skills (ACA, 2014, para. F.2.a.).

 

2.  AMHCA

a.  AMHCA Code

C.1.f.  Recognize the importance of continuing education and remain open to 

new counseling approaches and procedures documented by peer-reviewed 

scientific and professional literature.
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C.1.n.  Are responsible for continuing education and remaining abreast of current 

trends and changes in the field, including the professional literature on best 

practices (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. C.1.f., n.).

 

b.  AMHCA Standards

AMHCA recommends at least 24 continuing education hours or equivalent 

graduate credit hours of training in the theory and practice of clinical supervision 

for those clinical mental health counselors who provide pre- or post-degree 

clinical supervision to clinical mental health counseling students or trainees. 

AMHCA recommends that clinical supervisors obtain, on the average, at least 3 

continuing education hours in supervision per year as part of their overall 

program of continuing education. Clinical supervisors should meet the following 

knowledge and skills criteria (American Mental Health Counselors Association 

[AMHCA], Adopted 1979; Revised: 1992, 1993, 1999, 2003, 2011, 2015, 2016, 

2017, 2018, and 2020, para. III.B.).

Clinical mental health counselors at the post-degree and independently licensed 

level must comply with state regulations, certification and credentialing 

requirements to obtain and maintain continuing educational requirements related 

to the practice of clinical mental health counseling. Clinical mental health 

counselors maintain a repertoire of specialized counseling skills and participate 
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in continuing education to enhance their knowledge of the practice of clinical 

mental health counseling.

 

In accordance with state law, AMHCA recommends that in order to acquire, 

maintain and enhance skills, counselors actively participate in a formal 

professional development and continuing education program. This formal 

professional development ordinarily addresses peer review and consultation, 

continuum of care, best practices and evidence-based research; advocacy; 

counselor self-care and impairment, and the AMHCA Code of Ethics. Clinical 

mental health counselors who are involved in independent clinical practice also 

receive ongoing training relating to independent practice management, 

accessibility, accurate representation, office procedures, service environment, 

and reimbursement for services (AMHCA, Adopted 1979; Revised: 1992, 1993, 

1999, 2003, 2011, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2020, para. IV.C.).

 

3.  ASCA Standards

The ASCA Standards do not specifically mandate their counselors keep up with 

“continuing education,” but it does require school counselors to:

B.3.e. Engage in professional development and personal growth throughout their 

careers. Professional development includes attendance at state and national 

conferences and reading journal articles. School counselors regularly attend 
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training on school counselors’ current legal and ethical responsibilities (ASCA, 

1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, para. B.3.e.).

However, the ASCA Standards do specify that school counseling supervisors:

D.b. Have the education and training to provide clinical supervision. Supervisors 

regularly pursue continuing education activities on both counseling and 

supervision topics and skills (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 

2016, para. D.b.).

 

4.  NBCC Code

The NBCC Code does not specifically address continuing education 

requirements necessary to maintain National Certified Counselor (NCC) status, but 

according to the NBCC Continuing Education Provider Policy, in order to maintain 

membership with the NBCC, NCCs are required to earn the equivalent of 100 hours of 

continuing education every five years (National Board for Certified Counselors [NBCC], 

2014).

 

B.  Dual Relationships

As Ahia and Boccone found, engaging in dual relationships was the second 

most common (145/999) type of ethical violation counselors made, and the most 

prevalent  among states examined (26/28)  (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  According to 

GoodTherapy.org, “[i]n psychotherapy, a dual relationship occurs when a therapist has a 

second, significantly different relationship with their client in addition to the traditional 
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client-therapist bond” ("Dual Relationship," n.d., para. 1).  Many counselor ethics codes 

address the issue of dual relationships because of the potential for such relationships to 

cause harm to clients (ACA, 2014)  (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020) (ASCA, 1984; 

revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016) (NBCC, 2016).  

 

1. Ethical Codes - Dual Relationships

a. ACA Code

Section A of the ACA Code addresses counselor dual relationships, specifically, 

Section A.5 lists the following as prohibited relationships: 

A.5.a.  Sexual and/or romantic counselor-client interactions or relationships with 

current clients, their romantic partners, or their family members are prohibited. 

This prohibition applies to both in- person and electronic interactions or 

relationships.

A.5.b.  Counselors are prohibited from engaging in counseling relationships with 

persons with whom they have had a previous sexual and/or romantic 

relationship.

A.5.c.  Sexual and/or romantic counselor–client interactions or relationships with 

former clients, their romantic partners, or their family members are prohibited for 

a period of 5 years following the last professional contact. This prohibition applies 

to both in-person and electronic interactions or relationships…

A.5.d.  Counselors are prohibited from engaging in counseling relationships with 

friends or family members with whom they have an inability to remain objective.
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A.5.e.  Counselors are prohibited from engaging in a personal virtual relationship 

with individuals with whom they have a current counseling relationship (e.g., 

through social and other media) (ACA, 2014, Section A).

Furthermore, the ACA Code advises against engaging in in-person or electronic 

“...nonprofessional relationships with former clients, their romantic partners, or their 

family members when the interaction is potentially harmful to the client” (ACA, 2014, 

section A.6.e.). 

However, the ACA Code addresses other types of counselor dual relationships 

which may be permissible, so long as they are not exploitative, such as accepting 

clients with whom the counselor may have had a “casual, distant, or past 

relationship” (ACA, 2014, Section A.6.a.); and bartering with clients, as long as they 

request it and doing so is an accepted practice within the counselor’s professional 

community (ACA, 2014, Section A.10.e.).  In addition, the ACA Code advises weighing 

the risks and benefits of certain interactions with clients outside of the “conventional 

parameters,” such as:

attending a client’s formal ceremony (e.g., a wedding/commitment ceremony or 

graduation), purchasing a service or product provided by a client (excepting 

unrestricted bartering), and visiting a client’s ill family member in the 

hospital (ACA, 2014, Section A.6.b.).

The ACA Code further advises that whenever boundaries extend beyond the 

“conventional parameters” or whenever there is a role change in the professional 

relationship, that the counselor obtains the client’s informed consent, seeks supervision 
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and/or consultation, and documents the rationale for the unconventional interaction, as 

well as the potential benefits and consequences; and if ever there is unintended harm 

caused by engaging in such dual relationships, the counselor must be able to 

demonstrate an attempt to remedy the harm (ACA, 2014, Section A.6.b., c.).   Section H 

of the ACA Code addresses specific issues related to distance counseling, technology, 

and social media, and provides that whenever counselors utilize such media that they 

be sure to establish professional boundaries:

 Counselors understand the necessity of maintaining a professional relationship 

with their clients. Counselors discuss and establish professional boundaries with 

clients regarding the appropriate use and/or application of technology and the 

limitations of its use within the counseling relationship (e.g., lack of confidentiality, 

times when not appropriate to use) (ACA, 2014, para. H.4.b.).

The Section F of the ACA Code specifically addresses matters related to 

supervision, training and teaching, and prohibits supervisors from certain dual 

relationships:

Sexual or romantic interactions or relationships with current supervisees are 

prohibited. This prohibition applies to both in-person and electronic interactions 

or relationships (ACA, 2014, para. F.3.b.).

 

Supervisors are prohibited from engaging in supervisory relationships with 

individuals with whom they have an inability to remain objective

(ACA, 2014, para. F.3.d.).
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The ACA Code also cautions supervisors about engaging in dual relationships which 

extend beyond the “conventional parameters:”

Counseling supervisors clearly define and maintain ethical professional, 

personal, and social relationships with their supervisees. Supervisors consider 

the risks and benefits of extending current supervisory relationships in any form 

beyond conventional parameters. In extending these boundaries, supervisors 

take appropriate professional precautions to ensure that judgment is not impaired 

and that no harm occurs (ACA, 2014, para. F.3.a.).

Like counselors and supervisors, counselor educators are prohibited from certain 

dual relationships, as well:

Counselor educators are prohibited from sexual or romantic interactions or 

relationships with students currently enrolled in a counseling or related pro- gram 

and over whom they have power and authority. This prohibition applies to both in-

person and electronic interactions or relationships (ACA, 2014, para. F.10.a.).

Though not prohibited, counselor educators are advised to weigh the risks when 

considering engaging in relationships with past students:

Counselor educators are aware of the power differential in the relationship 

between faculty and students. Faculty members discuss with former students 

potential risks when they consider engaging in social, sexual, or other intimate 

relationships (ACA, 2014, para. F.10.c.).

Furthermore, counselor educators are advised to refrain from dual relationships in which 

students may be harmed:
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Counselor educators avoid nonacademic relationships with students in which 

there is a risk of potential harm to the student or which may compromise the 

training experience or grades assigned. In addition, counselor educators do not 

accept any form of professional services, fees, commissions, reimbursement, or 

remuneration from a site for student or supervisor placement (ACA, 2014, para. 

F.10.d.).

However, counselor educators may engage in dual relationships with students after 

careful consideration of the potential risks, and it is determined that extending the 

“educator-student boundaries” would benefit the student (ACA, 2014, para. F.10.f.).

Section G of the ACA Code addresses research and publication and provides 

specific prohibitions against counselor-research participant sexual relationships:

Sexual or romantic counselor–research participant interactions or relationships 

with current research participants are prohibited. This prohibition applies to both 

in-person and electronic interactions or relationships (ACA, 2014, para. G.3.b.).

Likewise, just as with other permissible counselor dual relationships, dual relationships 

between counselor-research participant should only be pursued after careful 

consideration of the potential risks and there is a benefit to the research participant of 

extending the researcher-participant boundaries (ACA, 2014, para. G.3.a.).

 

b.  AMHCA Code

With regard to dual relationships, the AMHCA Code prohibits relationships which 

may be exploitative:
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4.a.  Romantic or sexual relationships with clients and their immediate family 

members (i.e., parents, children, and partners) are strictly prohibited. CMHCs do 

not counsel persons with whom they have had a previous sexual relationship.

4.b.  CMHCs should not knowingly enter into a romantic or sexual relationship 

with a former client. If a CMHC chooses to enter into such a relationship, the 

burden to demonstrate that neither coercion nor harm to the client has transpired 

is on the CMHC and not the former client (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. 4).

The AMHCA Code also addresses other types of dual relationships and provides that:

3.a.  CMHCs make every effort to avoid dual/multiple relationships with clients 

that could impair professional judgment or increase the risk of harm. Examples of 

such relationships may include, but are not limited to, familial, social, financial, 

business, or close personal relationships with the clients...

3.d.  CMHCs do not accept as clients any individual with whom they are involved 

in an administrative, supervisory, or other relationship of an evaluative nature.

(AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. 3).

The AMHCA Code advises that when deciding whether to enter a dual relationship, or if 

one cannot be avoided, the CMHC should seek consultation, supervision, and utilize an 

ethical decision-making process prior to entering into the relationship; plus, the 

CMHC must obtain informed consent and document the process to ensure there has 

been no exploitation (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. 3).
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c.  ASCA Standards

The ASCA provides a strict prohibition against sexual relationships with students:

Maintain appropriate boundaries and are aware that any sexual or romantic 

relationship with students whether legal or illegal in the state of practice is 

considered a grievous breach of ethics and is prohibited regardless of a student’s 

age. This prohibition applies to both in-person and electronic interactions and 

relationships (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, para. A.

1.j.).

The ASCA Standards also addresses other types of dual relationships and provides that 

school counselors should:

Avoid dual relationships that might impair their objectivity and increase the risk of 

harm to students (e.g., counseling one’s family members or the children of close 

friends or associates). If a dual relationship is unavoidable, the school counselor 

is responsible for taking action to eliminate or reduce the potential for harm to the 

student through use of safeguards, which might include informed consent, 

consultation, supervision and documentation (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 

2004 and 2010, 2016, para. A.5.a.).

The ASCA Standards provide that school counselors are responsible for maintaining 

“appropriate professional relationships” with students, and that if ever a counselor were 

to consider engaging in a relationship which extends beyond “conventional parameters,” 

such as attending a student’s athletic competition, the counselor must take “appropriate 

professional precautions," such as obtaining informed consent, seeking consultation 
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and/or supervision, and documenting the rationale for the unconventional interaction, as 

well as any benefits or potential consequences (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 

and 2010, 2016, para. A.5.b.).  Furthermore, the ASCA Standards provides that dual 

relationships should also be avoided with school personnel, parents/guardians and 

students’ other family members, if doing so would be harmful to the student-counselor 

relationship, such as “providing direct discipline, teaching courses that involve grading 

students and/or accepting administrative duties in the absence of an 

administrator” (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, para. A.5.c.).  

Lastly, the ASCA Standards advises against counselors using social media, personal e-

mail or texts to communicate with students, unless doing so is sanctioned by the school 

district (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, para. A.5.d.).

 

d.  NBCC Code

The NBCC Code includes the following directives regarding dual relationships:

5.  NCCs shall not engage in harmful multiple relationships with clients. In the 

event that a harmful multiple relationship develops in an unforeseen manner, 

the NCC shall discuss the potential effects with the client and shall take 

reasonable steps to resolve the situation, including the provision of referrals. This 

discussion shall be documented in the client’s record.

6.  NCCs shall discuss important considerations to avoid exploitation before 

entering into a non-counseling relationship with a former client. Important 

considerations to be discussed include amount of time since counseling service 
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termination, duration of counseling, nature and circumstances of client’s 

counseling, the likelihood that the client will want to resume counseling at some 

time in the future; circumstances of service termination and possible negative 

effects or outcomes.

7.  NCCs shall not engage in any form of sexual or romantic intimacy with clients 

or with former clients for two years from the date of counseling service 

termination. 

11.  NCCs who act as counselor educators, field placement or clinical supervisors 

shall not engage in sexual or romantic intimacy with current students 

or supervisees. They shall not engage in any form of sexual or romantic intimacy 

with former students or supervisees for two years from the date of last 

supervision contact.

14.  NCCs who provide clinical supervision services shall not have multiple 

relationships with supervisees that may interfere with supervisors’ professional 

judgment or exploit supervisees. Supervisors shall not supervise relatives.

19.  NCCs shall recognize the potential harm of informal uses of social media 

and other related technology with clients, former clients and their families and 

personal friends. After carefully considering all of the ethical implications, 

including confidentiality, privacy and multiple relationships, NCCs shall develop 

written practice procedures in regard to social media and digital technology, and 

these shall be incorporated with the information provided to clients before or 

during the initial session. At a minimum, these social media procedures shall 
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specify that personal accounts will be separate and isolated from any used for 

professional counseling purposes including those used with prospective or 

current clients. These procedures shall also address “friending” and responding 

to material posted.

21.  NCCs who use digital technology (e.g., social media) for professional 

purposes shall limit information posted to that which does not create multiple 

relationships or which may threaten client confidentiality (NBCC, 2016, Directives 

5-21).

 

2.  How to Avoid Problematic Dual Relationships

Several concerns have been noted regarding engaging in dual relationships, 

such as counselors losing their objectivity, the lack of clear boundaries, and the 

potential for counselors to exploit clients’ trust by using their position of power over 

clients   ("Dual Relationship," n.d.).  The question which begs asking is, in light of what 

we know about the potential for harm and despite the fact that the ethical codes prohibit 

and/or advise against dual relationships between counselors and clients, why is it that 

engaging in dual relationships continues to be one of the most common ethical 

violations?  J. Barry Mascari and Jane M. Webber opined that the answer relates to 

such counselors having a lack of professional identity and/or obtaining degrees from 

non-counseling graduate programs which are unfamiliar with counseling ethics (Mascari 

& Webber, 2006).  Mascari (2005) found that after conducting formal investigative 

inquires as part of a study examining ethical violations reported by the New Jersey state 
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licensing board during the period between 2002-2005, a majority of those being 

disciplined were not even familiar with the NBCC or the ACA ethical codes (Mascari & 

Webber, 2006).  To illustrate this problem, Mascari and Webber complied the results of 

several investigative inquiries conducted as a result of complaints filed with the state 

licensing board about counselors engaging in dual relationships, and created the 

following fictitious case study:

The counselor was licensed during the grandfathering period, had 60 graduate 

credits from a non-CACREP accredited program, and had practiced full time for 6 

years. During the hearing, the counselor was asked about professional 

association membership and replied, “I just joined the state counseling 

association.” Further questioning addressed familiarity with and use of codes of 

ethics. The counselor replied that no specific code of ethics was used and 

instead the counselor relied on personal judgment and experience. Committee 

members pursued the ethics issue, asking familiarity with specific codes of 

ethics. The counselor replied, “No specific code.” 

 

The licensing board addressed the client’s complaint that the counselor engaged 

in a dual relationship (frequently meeting the counselor for dinner) that 

undermined treatment. The counselor was unfamiliar with boundary violations 

and did not see these actions as an ethical problem. In fact, the counselor 

attributed the complaint to the client’s suffering from a borderline personality 

disorder. When the board also asked about whether the counselor engaged in 
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ongoing supervision or consultation, the counselor replied, “I contact professional 

colleagues or meet them for lunch.”

 

The board determined that the counselor had engaged in professional 

misconduct and, while not committing the sexual misconduct, had stepped onto 

the slippery slope that was one slip away from a sexual violation. The counselor 

was required to practice under board-approved supervision for a minimum of 2 

years and submit written reports monthly, attend a graduate course in ethics and 

professional practice, and retake and pass the National Counselor Examination 

(NCE) before the practice restriction would be lifted (Mascari & Webber, 2006, p. 

166).

Mascari and Webber reiterate that this example demonstrates how proper training, 

affiliation with professional associations, and clinical supervision are important 

components to developing professional identity, without which counselors run the risk of 

engaging in unethical behaviors (Mascari & Webber, 2006).  Mascari and Webber 

recommend counselors take the following steps to ensure against committing violations:

• Practice under regularly scheduled supervision. Another professional, 

preferably an experienced licensed professional counselor, can help counselors 

spot potentially dangerous situations and learn to prevent future high-risk 

situations.

• New counselors should seek supervision from a licensed professional 

counselor. Emerging research (Gray & Remley, 2003) has suggested the 
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importance of the supervisor’s professional identity for ethical practice. If the new 

counselor wants to become a licensed professional counselor, find a licensed 

professional counselor as a supervisor to emulate.

• Regularly read and reference both the ACA and NBCC codes of ethics. Codes 

are such valuable tools that counselors, especially those new to the profession, 

should keep a copy in their top desk drawer to use as a reference tool. As a 

regular practice, counselors are encouraged to scan the codes of ethics 

periodically to insure awareness of behavior that may lead to potential violations.

• Consult with colleagues. Never practice in isolation or in a solo practice without 

supervision. This is especially important for counselors working in schools where 

clinical supervision may not be available. Isolation can create blind spots in which 

there is a growing lack of awareness of the slippery slope.

• Pursue continuing education. Presentations about ethics and discussions of 

controversial practice issues encourage counselors to self reflect and make 

comparisons with their own professional behavior. Continuing education prevents 

isolation and the belief that everyone is practicing in the same way.

• Maintain active membership in professional associations and attend 

conferences. Professional identity is more than simply paying dues. By reading 

journals and participating in conferences and workshops, a counselor begins to 

view issues, as would a professional counselor. Professional involvement is the 

core for maintaining professional identity (Mascari & Webber, 2006, p. 166).
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Mascari and Webber make a compelling argument that the best way to avoid 

making the mistake of engaging in unethical, dual relationships is for counselors to first 

develop strong professional identities (Mascari & Webber, 2006).  Mascari and Webber 

suggest that this can be achieved by educating counselors to clearly understand the 

counselor role, as well as expectations of ethical behavior (Mascari & Webber, 2006).  

Furthermore, counselor professional identify can continue to be developed and 

enhanced by ensuring counselors receive proper supervisory guidance, and 

encouraging counselors to maintain professional peer relationships through professional 

membership associations (Mascari & Webber, 2006).  The hope is that if counselors 

understand their professional role and its potential to cause harm to clients, have a 

strong knowledge and understanding of their ethical guidelines and appropriate 

boundaries, and regularly seek advice and counsel through supervision or consultation 

from peers, then counselors would avoid engaging in the type of dual relationships 

which could be harmful to clients.

 

C.  Unprofessional Conduct

According to Ahia and Boccone’s analysis, unprofessional conduct comprised 

78/999 of the violations studied, representing the third most common type of violation, 

and third most prevalent (23/28) among states examined  (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  

Though Ahia and  Boccone did not operationally define what is meant by unprofessional 

conduct (Ahia & Boccone, 2017), it is fair to say that it includes a variety of behaviors.  

THELAW.com Dictionary defines professional misconduct as “[c]onduct or behavior that 
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deviates from a professional code of conduct and ethics” ("Professional Misconduct," 

n.d., p. 1).  Each professional ethical code has some provision which requires its 

members to not only adhere to the established ethical standards of its profession, but 

also to abide by governing laws and regulations (ACA, 2014) (AMHCA, 2015; revised 

2020) (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016) (NBCC, 2016).  

Thus, professional misconduct is a very broad category which may include any behavior 

of the license-holder which violates any provisions of the ethical codes, including any 

violations of applicable laws or rules.  The following are the pertinent sections of the 

codes which specify counselors' responsibility to adhere to the established ethical 

standards of their profession, and to abide by governing laws and regulations:

 

1. ACA Code

The ACA Code provides that “[c]ounselors have a responsibility to read, 

understand, and follow the ACA Code of Ethics and adhere to applicable laws and 

regulations” (ACA, 2014, Section C.1.).

 

2.  AMHCA Code

The AMHCA Code suggests that “CMHCs recognize they have a moral, legal, 

and ethical responsibility to the community and to the general public” (AMHCA, 2015; 

revised 2020, Section V.).
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3.  ASCA Standards

The ASCA Standards provide that school counselors must “[a]dhere to ethical 

standards of the profession and other official policy statements such as ASCA Position 

Statements and Role Statements, school board policies and relevant laws” (ASCA, 

1984; revised 1992, 1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, para. B.3.d.).

 

4.  NBCC Code

The NBCC Code states that:

NCCs are required to adhere to all of the directives [in the NBCC Code].

NCCs shall comply with all NBCC policies, procedures and agreements, 

including all disclosure requirements.

NCCs shall adhere to legal standards and state board regulations (NBCC, 2016,

para. 86).

 

D.  Professional Misrepresentation & Convictions of Non-Counseling Related 

Crimes

Ahia and Boccone identified the violation, “unprofessional conduct,” to be distinct 

from the violations of “professional misrepresentation” and “convictions of non-

counseling related crimes,” though arguably, professional misrepresentation and 

conviction of non-counseling related crimes could be viewed as types of unprofessional 

conduct.  Regardless of how the violations are classified, the point Ahia and Boccone 

illustrated in their analysis is that professional misrepresentation and convictions of non-
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counseling related crimes occurred so much that they were tied as the third most 

prevalent types of violations (16/28) among the states examined (Ahia & Boccone, 

2017).

 

1.  Professional Misrepresentation

Again, Ahia and Boccone did not operationally define the term, “professional 

misrepresentation,” but it can be gleaned from the literature that when the term, 

“professional misrepresentation,” is used, it includes acts such as, misrepresenting 

qualifications, such as degrees held or licensure level; misrepresenting experience or 

training; and/or misleading/deceptive advertising practices;  (Doolan, 2018).  State laws 

and rules tend to address such deceptive practices, but the ethical codes also speak to 

the importance of being honest with the public.

 

a. ACA Code

The ACA Code has several sections which address the issue of proper 

representation of counselors to the public:

C.3.a. Accurate Advertising

When advertising or otherwise representing their services to the public, 

counselors identify their credentials in an accurate manner that is not false, 

misleading, deceptive, or fraudulent.

C.3.c. Statements by Others
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When feasible, counselors make reasonable efforts to ensure that statements 

made by others about them or about the counseling profession are accurate.

C.3.e. Products and Training Advertisements

Counselors who develop products related to their profession or conduct 

workshops or training events ensure that the advertisements concerning these 

products or events are accurate and disclose adequate information for 

consumers to make informed choices.

C.4. Professional Qualifications

C.4.a. Accurate Representation

Counselors claim or imply only professional qualifications actually completed and 

correct any known misrepresentations of their qualifications by others. 

Counselors truthfully represent the qualifications of their professional colleagues. 

Counselors clearly distinguish between paid and volunteer work experience and 

accurately describe their continuing education and specialized training.

C.4.b. Credentials

Counselors claim only licenses or certifications that are current and in good 

standing.

C.4.c. Educational Degrees

Counselors clearly differentiate between earned and honorary degrees.

C.4.d. Implying Doctoral-Level Competence
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Counselors clearly state their highest earned degree in counseling or a closely 

related field. Counselors do not imply doctoral-level competence when 

possessing a master’s degree in counseling or a related field by referring to 

themselves as “Dr.” in a counseling context when their doctorate is not in 

counseling or a related field. Counselors do not use “ABD” (all but dissertation) or 

other such terms to imply competency.

C.4.e. Accreditation Status

Counselors accurately represent the accreditation status of their degree program 

and college/university.

C.4.f. Professional Membership

Counselors clearly differentiate between current, active memberships and former 

memberships in associations. Members of ACA must clearly differentiate 

between professional membership, which implies the possession of at least a 

master’s degree in counseling, and regular membership, which is open to 

individuals whose interests and activities are consistent with those of ACA but are 

not qualified for professional membership.

C.6.b. Reports to Third Parties

Counselors are accurate, honest, and objective in reporting their professional 

activities and judgments to appropriate third parties, including courts, health 

insurance companies, those who are the recipients of evaluation reports, and 

others (ACA, 2014, Section C.).
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F.1.b. Counselor Credentials

Counseling supervisors work to ensure that supervisees communicate 

their qualifications to render services to their clients.

F.5.c. Professional Disclosure

Before providing counseling services, students and supervisees disclose their 

status as supervisees and explain how this status affects the limits of 

confidentiality. Supervisors ensure that clients are aware of the services rendered 

and the qualifications of the students and supervisees rendering those services. 

Students and super- visees obtain client permission before they use any 

information concerning the counseling relationship in the training process (ACA, 

2014, Section F.).

 

G.4.a. Accurate Results

Counselors plan, conduct, and report research accurately. Counselors do not 

engage in misleading or fraudulent research, distort data, misrepresent data, or 

deliberately bias their results. They describe the extent to which results are 

applicable for diverse populations.

G.5.b. Plagiarism

Counselors do not plagiarize; that is, they do not present another person’s work 

as their own (ACA, 2014, Section G.).
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b.  AMHCA Code

The AMHCA Code provides that CMHCs must:

Represent accurately their competence, education, training, and experience 

including licenses and certifications (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. I.C.1.d.).

 

III.A.5.  CMHC supervisors ensure that their supervisees, students, and 

employees accurately represent their training, experience, and credentials.

III.A.6.  In the informed consent statement, students and supervisees notify the 

client that they are in supervision and provide their clients with the name and 

credentials of their supervisor (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. III.).

 

V.A. Public Statements

In their professional roles, CMHCs may be expected or required to make public 

statements providing counseling information or professional opinions, or supply 

information about the availability of counseling products and services. CMHCs 

accurately represent their education, professional qualifications, licenses, and 

credentials. Public statements serve the purpose of providing information to aid 

the public in making informed judgments and choices. Public statements will be 

consistent with this AMHCA Code of Ethics.

V.B. Marketing

When advertising or promoting their professional services, CMHCs include only 

information that is accurate (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. V.).
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c.  ASCA Standards

The ASCA Standards do not have a provision which specifies how its counselors 

must represent themselves to the public, except that they are obligated to be “accurate:”

Provide parents/guardians with accurate, comprehensive and relevant 

information in an objective and caring manner, as is appropriate and consistent 

with ethical and legal responsibilities to the student and parent (AMHCA, Adopted 

1979; Revised: 1992, 1993, 1999, 2003, 2011, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 

2020, para. B.1.h.).

 

d. NBCC Code

The NBCC has a directive that obligates NCCs to communicate truthfully:

38.  NCCs shall accurately represent their current qualifications and credentials 

in counseling or closely related disciplines. NCCs shall not use doctorate 

degrees with relation to professional counseling duties unless they are specific to 

counseling or mental health disciplines.

39.  NCCs shall identify only earned degrees in counseling or closely related 

disciplines when it comes to all counseling work including publications. Listed 

degrees from programs in the United States must be from colleges and 

universities that were accredited at the time of graduation by one of the regional 

accrediting organizations recognized by the Council for Higher Education 

Accreditation (CHEA).

© 2020 Online-CEs, LLC, adapted with permission for ACEonline, LLC                                                                            76



ACEonline, LLC                                   online-CEs.com______________________________________________
Online Continuing Education for Professionals

40.  NCCs who have been awarded honorary degrees shall clearly distinguish 

these from earned degrees.

41.  NCCs shall correct known misrepresentations of their qualifications and 

credentials by others and shall not allow such information to be used in a 

misleading way.

42.  NCCs shall take credit only for work that they have performed, and when 

quoting the work of others, shall provide appropriate references.

43.  NCCs shall provide accurate reports which are based on direct experiences 

with individual(s) or documentation from other professionals when providing 

opinions. NCCs shall limit opinions to areas within their expertise.

44.  NCCs shall accurately note in the client’s or supervisee’s records all 

information necessary for the provision of quality services or as required by laws, 

regulations or institutional procedures.

45.  NCCs who provide supervision services shall present accurate written 

information to supervisees regarding the NCC’s credentials as well as information 

regarding the process of supervision. This information shall include any 

conditions of supervision, supervision goals, case management procedures, 

confidentiality and its limitations, appraisal methods and timing of evaluations.

46.  NCCs who provide consultative services (i.e., consultants) shall use 

accurate information regarding their qualifications in relation to the identified 

concerns or situations.
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47.  NCCs who seek case consultation services from another professional shall 

document consultation in clients’ records.

48.  NCCs shall accurately report test and assessment results and limit 

conclusions to those based on evidence, taking into consideration any influences 

that may affect results such as health, motivation and multicultural factors. NCCs 

shall generally avoid making decisions based on a single test or assessment 

result.

49.  NCCs shall note in the results and interpretation when tests and 

assessments are not administered under standard conditions or when unusual 

behavior or irregularities occur during the testing session.

50.  NCCs shall not misrepresent a test or the results and shall provide accurate 

information in the event that he or she becomes aware of any false statements.

51.  NCCs shall report to participants the subject and features of the study after 

research data is collected, as well as clarify any misconceptions about the 

research.

52.  NCCs shall accurately report results of research, including limitations and 

variables that may have impacted the outcomes.

53.  NCCs shall take reasonable steps to publicly correct errors in their published 

research if any are discovered.

54.  NCCs shall include all electronic communications exchanged with clients 

and supervisees, including those through digital technology and social media 

methods, as a part of the record, even when strictly related to clerical issues 
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such as change of contact information or scheduling appointments. All electronic 

therapeutic communication methods shall use encryption and password security 

(NBCC, 2016, para. 38-54).

 

2.  Convictions of Non-Counseling Related Crimes

As mentioned above, “convictions of non-counseling related crimes” is arguably a 

type of the larger category of violation, “unprofessional conduct.”  However, Ahia and 

Boccone identified convictions of non-counseling related crimes as its own type of 

violation and in it, they included the infraction, driving under the influence (DUI), as one 

example (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  However, there are a number of non-counseling 

related crimes that could fall under this category, as well.  As mentioned in paragraph 

IV.C. above, each ethical code requires its members to comply with all applicable laws 

and rules (ACA, 2014) (AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020) (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 1998, 

2004 and 2010, 2016) (NBCC, 2016).  Thus, counselors are expected to conduct 

themselves professionally by not breaking any laws or rules, counseling-related or 

otherwise.  

 

E. Student Loans

Though the Ahia and Boccone analysis did not provide figures for the frequency 

and prevalence of counselors who failed to pay their student loans, they did caution that 

it was another topic on the “periphery of ethics” which is also often overlooked and 

worth mentioning (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  Their argument for addressing this issue 
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with counselors is that any such behavior which could tarnish the image of the 

profession, such as neglecting an obligation to repay student loans, should be 

illuminated and discouraged (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  Though the ethical codes do not 

specifically mandate the repayment of student loans, they each have provisions which 

can be interpreted as requiring counselors to behave honorably and in a manner that 

upholds the integrity of their professions:

 

1.  ACA Code

The ACA Code provides:

In addition, counselors engage in self-care activities to maintain and promote 

their own emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual well-being to best meet their 

professional responsibilities (ACA, 2014, Section C). 

 

2. AMHCA

a. AMHCA Code

The AMHCA Code provides that:

They [CMHCAs] engage in activities that maintain and increase the respect, 

integrity, and knowledge base of the counseling profession and human welfare 

(AMHCA, 2015; revised 2020, para. IV.).  

 

b. AMHCA Standards

Likewise, the AMHCA Standards state that:
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Clinical mental health counselors are first responsible to society, second to 

consumers, third to the profession, and last to themselves (AMHCA, Adopted 

1979; Revised: 1992, 1993, 1999, 2003, 2011, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 

2020, para. IV.D.).

 

3. ASCA Standards

The ASCA Standards provide that school counselors:

Monitor personal behaviors and recognize the high standard of care a 

professional in this critical position of trust must main- tain on and off the job. 

School counselors are cognizant of and refrain from activity that may diminish 

their effectiveness within the school community (ASCA, 1984; revised 1992, 

1998, 2004 and 2010, 2016, para. B.3.g.).

 

4. NBCC Code

The NBCC Code advises that:

NCCs recognize that their behavior reflects on the integrity of the profession as a 

whole, and thus, they avoid actions which can reasonably be expected to 

damage trust.

NCCs are accountable in their actions and adhere to recognized professional 

standards and practices (NBCC, 2016, p. 6, 8).
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F.  Conclusion

Ethical violations are matters to be taken seriously, as the repercussions may 

include not just membership revocation, but disciplinary actions ranging from fines to 

loss of license (Ahia & Boccone, 2017).  However, as the research has shown, many 

such violations are avoidable, provided the counselors are educated about what is 

required of them, they follow the laws, rules, and ethical codes by which they have 

elected to be bound, and they have a strong professional identity which helps them 

maintain healthy professional boundaries.   Thus, the simplest thing counselors can do 

to ensure they do not receive disciplinary action, is to become properly educated about 

the laws, rules, and ethical codes which they are required to follow.  Many violations, 

such as failing to meet CE requirements or properly displaying credentials can be 

avoided simply by knowing what is expected and complying.  Other violations, such as 

inappropriate dual relationships, may be avoided by taking the advice of Mascari and 

Webber and developing a strong professional identity and adhering to professional 

boundaries.  When in doubt about what is the appropriate course of action, always 

consult with your professional peers, utilize an ethical decision-making model, and 

document your process.  If you follow these basic suggestions, you should be able to 

avoid committing any ethical violations.

 

V.  Summary

Each counseling profession has its own code of ethics which provides guidelines 

for appropriate professional behavior, and several state licensing boards mandate 
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licensees adhere to a particular ethical code.  In addition, counselors may elect to 

become members of a particular association which has its own code of ethics.  

Counselors are expected not only to be law-abiding citizens, but also to comply with all 

applicable professional laws, rules and ethical codes.  Ethical codes are the 

embodiment of the values and moral principles within a particular community and they 

serve to protect the public from harm.  Counselors are entrusted with acting in the best 

interests of their clients, and for the most part counselors do not wish to cause harm to 

their clients, but what may be harmful to clients may not always be so clear.  When a 

counselor is faced with a difficult decision about how to proceed with a client, the 

responsible course of action is to first refer to the counselor’s relevant ethical codes for 

guidance.   If the codes do not offer guidance, different moral principles are in conflict 

with one another, or the codes conflict with the law, counselors may be facing an ethical 

dilemma which requires the use of an ethical decision-making model to guide the 

process.  Which model a counselor chooses may be impacted by a specific area of 

practice and/or affiliation with, or membership of particular professional associations.  

Regardless of the specific model selected, it is important for counselors to follow the 

selected protocol of ethical decision-making, and to document the process.  Counselors 

should keep in mind, that even if the steps to ethical decision-making are followed, there 

may not be a perfect solution which makes all parties happy, but the decision-making 

process can be defended as one that was made professionally, responsibly, and 

thoughtfully.  So long as counselors comply with applicable laws, rules, and ethical 

codes, use ethical decision-making when faced with a dilemma, maintain professional 

© 2020 Online-CEs, LLC, adapted with permission for ACEonline, LLC                                                                            83



ACEonline, LLC                                   online-CEs.com______________________________________________
Online Continuing Education for Professionals

boundaries, and consult with professional peers when in doubt, counselors should be 

able to avoid ethical violations and subsequent disciplinary action.
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